Fluctuating asymmetry is defined as small random deviations from perfect symmetry in bilateral traits (Ludwig 1932) and is usually quantified as the unsigned right-minus-left difference in the trait (Palmer & Strobeck 1986) . It may occur as minor differences between the sides in the size of a bilateral trait (e.g. tail length in barn swallows, Hirundo rustica: Møller 1990), or as meristic fluctuating asymmetry, that is, unequal numbers of a certain morphological element between the two sides (e.g. ocelli in the tails of peacocks, Pavo cristatus: Manning & Hartley 1991; fish scales: Moodie & Moodie 1996). The phenomenon of fluctuating asymmetry has recently become the focus of many studies in evolutionary biology (reviewed in Watson & Thornhill 1994) . The reason for this burst of interest is that the degree of symmetry in bilateral traits may reveal the genetic and/or phenotypic quality of individuals (Parsons 1990) . Based on this, it has been suggested that the degree of symmetry in male secondary sexual characters may be used as a cue in female mate choice (Møller 1990) . During the last few years this hypothesis has gained some support from experiments with birds (e.g. Møller 1992 Møller , 1994 Swaddle & Cuthill 1994a, b; Bennett et al. 1996) , but also from studies on insects (e.g. Thornhill 1992) and mammals including humans (e.g. Gangestad et al. 1994; Thornhill et al. 1995) . In particular, a series of experiments using combinations of coloured leg bands on zebra finches, Taeniopygia guttata, have been taken as strong evidence in favour of a female preference for symmetry (Swaddle & Cuthill 1994a, b; Bennett et al. 1996; Swaddle 1996) . However, in this note we question whether the design used by Swaddle and co-workers really reflects fluctuating asymmetry as defined above, and suggest guidelines for more conclusive future designs.
Experimental manipulations of natural ornaments are often practically difficult, and the results of such experiments sometimes allow alternative explanations. For example, Møller's (1992) study in which tail symmetry was manipulated has been criticized because it may have influenced manoeuvrability. Therefore, the reduced mating success of asymmetrical males in this experiment may have been due to reduced flying skills and not ornament asymmetry per se (Balmford & Thomas 1992; Evans et al. 1994; Swaddle & Cuthill 1994a; but see Møller 1993) . To avoid the practical and inferential problems of experiments on natural ornaments, manipulations could instead be made on artificial ornaments. In a series of studies, Swaddle and co-workers have taken advantage of this possibility. Swaddle & Cuthill (1994a) first reported that female zebra finches associated more strongly with, and performed more sexual displays to, symmetrically leg-banded males than to asymmetrically banded ones. Assuming their findings related to patterns of fluctuating asymmetry as often observed in male secondary sexual characters (Møller & Hö glund 1991; Møller & Pomiankowski 1993) , they concluded that female zebra finches 'use symmetry as a criterion in partner preference'. Allowing the finches to mate and reproduce in aviaries, Swaddle (1996) further showed that symmetrically colour-banded males had higher reproductive success than asymmetrically colour-banded males. Finally, Bennett et al. (1996) reported experiments in which female zebra finches showed a preference for symmetry in ultraviolet properties of leg bands that were otherwise similar in colour. Although we clearly acknowledge the elegance of this series of experiments, we believe they share a potentially serious
